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Abstract 14
Reminiscence is used to support and create new social bonds and give meaning to life. 15
Originally perceived as a preoccupation of the aged, we now recognize that reminiscence has 16
value throughout the lifespan. Increasingly, social media can be used to both support and 17
prompt reminiscence, with Facebook’s Lookback or Year in Review as recent examples. This 18
work takes prompted reminiscence further, asking what forms and functions of reminiscence 19
are supported by social media. Utilizing the online service MySocialBook, we invited 20
participants to curate content from their personal Facebook account to then be transformed 21
into a printed book. We used that book as a prompt for discussion of the reminiscence 22
function of the curated material, using Westerhof & Bohlmeijer’s (2014) reminiscence 23
framework as a starting point. We conclude that this framework is valuable in understanding 24
the role of social media in reminiscence, but note that earlier models, such as Webster’s 25
Reminiscence Functions Scale, are also relevant. We contribute to the reminiscence debate 26
by adding a technological lens to the process of life review, whilst concurring with other 27
researchers in this field that a robust conceptual framework is lacking, particularly when 28
considering the forms of reminiscence that are most salient for younger people. 29
 30
Keywords: Reminiscence, Life review, Facebook, Social media, Slow technology 31
 32
 33
1 Introduction 34
Reminiscence has most concisely been defined as “the volitional or non-volitional act or 35
process of recollecting memories of one’s self in the past” (Bluck & Levine, 1998, p188). 36
The first empirical studies of reminiscence focused on older adults, with the assumption that 37
older people were more likely to engage in reminiscence in later years of life. Although 38
reminiscence was perceived as a positive way to reconcile life events and make sense of the 39
past, it has also been viewed as a weakness, or more specifically, an indication of cognitive 40
decline (Westerhof et al., 2010). Early empirical studies led to the development of the life-41
review theory (Butler, 1963) that showed people will purposively revisit past life events, 42
review them, and deal with any unresolved conflicts. Ultimately the review is said to help 43
give new significance to life and increase self-esteem and satisfaction (Coleman, 1974), as 44
well as minimize fear and anxiety about the future (Haight & Webster, 1995). However, the 45
process of life review may also result in negative feelings of failure (Wong & Watt, 1991).  46
 47
The original work on life review was very much grounded in studies of gerontology and 48
ageing, i.e. was solely seen as a valuable process for older adults. Indeed, life-review theory 49
(Butler, 1963; 1974) was developed as a framework for understanding the role of 50
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reminiscence as a later-life act, conducted, whether conscious of it or not, as a preparation for 51
death. However, life review is now recognized as something that holds value for all ages 52
(Tsai et al., 2013) and a considerable body of evidence shows that reminiscence, far from 53
being a dysfunctional process, can have psychological benefits throughout the life-cycle; 54
leading to improvements in mood, self-esteem, feelings of belongingness and contributing to 55
a sense of meaning in life (Routledge et al., 2013; Sedikides et al., 2008).  56
 57
Reminiscence is thought to be undertaken by the young as well as old, with little difference in 58
frequency of reminiscence (Pasupathi & Carstensen, 2003) or the emotional intensity it 59
provokes (Westerhof et al., 2010). A formal categorization of reminiscence came from 60
Webster (1993) who defined seven reminiscence functions that later became eight (Webster, 61
1997). These are captured in the Reminiscence Functions Scale (RFS), the most widely used 62
instrument to study reminiscence and one that captures the eight functions of reminiscence 63
as: (1) Boredom Reduction; (2) Death Preparation; (3) Identity; (4) Problem Solving; (5) 64
Conversation; (6) Intimacy Maintenance; (7) Bitterness Revival and (8) Teach/Inform. There 65
have been numerous incarnations of the RFS (see Cappeliez et al., 2007 and Robitaille et al., 66
2010) and Webster’s scale has adapted for use across a wide spectrum of age groups and 67
cultures (e.g. O’Rourke et al., 2011 describe an Israeli sample and Ros et al., 2016 describe a 68
Spanish sample).  To a certain extent, this supports Webster and McCall’s (1999) claim that 69
the RFS comprises a relatively universal framework for understanding the functions of 70
reminiscence across the lifespan. 71
 72
However, there has been some disagreement about the underlying model, with, for example, 73
O’Rourke et al. (2011); Ros et al., (2016) and Westerhof & Bohlmeijer, (2014) suggesting 74
that slightly simplified three-factor models of reminiscence might yield a better fit to 75
available data. Westerhof and Bohlmeijer (2014) describe three overarching functions of 76
reminiscence: social, instrumental and integrative. Social reminiscence reflects the ways in 77
which people share personal memories in everyday conversations, which in turn encourages 78
bonding, but also serves to teach others about an individual’s past experiences- something 79
valued by older adults and indeed, something that has been shown to reduce depression in the 80
older population (Elias et al., 2015). Instrumental reminiscence involves the remembering of 81
previous coping strategies and applying these to current problems, such as recalling 82
memories that might help an individual deal with bereavement. This kind of instrumental 83
reminiscence may also help to regulate emotions when faced with current turmoil. Integrative 84
functions, described as closest to Butler’s life review, are those that may help to cope with 85
identity challenges during times of change. These integrative functions are also reflected in a 86
distinct, but related literature on narrative psychology, where people use stories about their 87
lives in order to construct a narrative identity that supports them in psychological adaptation 88
and development (McAdams & McLean, 2013).  89
 90
Technology has, for many years, played a strong role in reminiscence, for example with the 91
use of photographs as prompts. However, a range of new digital systems now support 92
reminiscence and life review in a range of different contexts. When away from home, newly 93
enrolled university students report that they print off Facebook photographs and place them 94
in their new accommodation in order to increase their sense of connectedness with family and 95
friends (Bales & Lindley, 2013). Spontaneous, everyday reminiscence are encouraged by 96
systems such as Pensieve that use social media content as triggers to provide novel 97
reminiscence experiences (Peesapati & Schwanda, 2010). Reminiscence and life review 98
therapy has also been developed with the aim of supporting people with diseases such as 99
dementia (Alm et al., 2004; Huldtgren et al., 2015) or reducing depression in older adults 100
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(Elias et al., 2015). In a recent systematic review of reminiscence therapy, a number of 101
articles outlined the benefits of technology in supporting rich and engaging reminiscence 102
experiences (Lazar et al., 2014). 103
 104
Touch interfaces and tangible objects have also been utilized as tools for reminiscence. The 105
use of SenseCam as a memory aid has been shown to be beneficial for both the community 106
(Fleck & Fitzpatrick, 2009; 2010) and for individuals (Browne et al., 2011). Other artefacts 107
such as the MemoryBox (Frohlich & Murphy, 2000) have been designed to resemble the more 108
traditional ways in which memory prompts might occupy a domestic space. The jewelry 109
placed in this box could trigger a recorded story in audio format that could be played back to 110
encourage reminiscence. More recently, the Reflexive Printer was designed to produce a 111
grainy photograph, drawn from a social media account and destined to be deleted, thereby 112
inducing the user to spend time reflecting on the value of the item (Tsai et al., 2014). This 113
method encourages gradual review of digital content as a daily practice, whilst transgressing 114
digital technology norms of media stability and quality. 115
 116
Slow Technology, coined by Hallnäs & Redström (2001), is a philosophy concerned with (i) 117
designing for slowness, solitude, and mental rest, (ii) designing interactive systems to be used 118
across multiple generations and lifespans, and (iii) designing for slower, less consumptive 119
lifestyles and practices (Odom, Banks et al., 2012). Hallnäs & Redström distinguish between 120
rapid, immediate and visible exchanges (fast technology), and more reflective and 121
meaningful technological experiences (slow technology). Fast technology is categorized by 122
its ability to aid the user, making tasks faster and reducing cognitive load. In contrast, slow 123
technology enables the opposite- increasing cognitive load, and thus deeper reflection over 124
time. Emerging over a decade ago, it is developing as a relevant way to think about social 125
media experiences, as well as an important consideration for designers (Beckhaus, 2012). 126
 127
The slow technology theme is now being adopted as a means to deal with the morass of 128
personal data created and stored in social media accounts. This ‘slow’ revival is in keeping 129
with writings on the value of disconnectedness (Fullerton, 2010), and the idea that we are 130
losing control over our lives (Leshed & Sengers, 2011) because of the constant attention 131
technology demands of us. Research embracing the slow technology philosophy has resulted 132
in some unique prototypes which are devised to be used over a long period of time. For 133
example, aiming to slow down the consumption of digital photographs, Photobox selects 134
images to be printed from a user’s social media account and deposits them inside a wooden 135
chest, to imbue each with more value (Odom, Selby, et al., 2012). The ability to ‘design for 136
pauses’ has also surfaced (Bagnara & Pozzi, 2012), reiterating the need to stop and reflect on 137
our interactions with technologies. 138
 139
The use of social media as a repository for a vast amount of information about our daily lives 140
has become commonplace. Many people actively store valuable images and communications, 141
with the assumption that they will remain indefinitely. As well as repositories for valued 142
content, social media sites such as Facebook have also proliferated in recent years with 143
methods of summarization of our digital data, playing this back to us in ‘brief automated 144
biographies’ (Thomas & Briggs, 2015). This work identified issues with a ‘distant 145
biographer’, however, with content collated by others seemingly too creepy and disengaged 146
for its viewer. Facebook’s Year in Review, as well as applications such as TimeHop now 147
encourage us to think about our digital content that may have been long forgotten were it not 148
for such systems. Increasingly, social media engagement is being used as a trigger for 149
reminiscence. These processes raise the question of just how selective social media is when 150
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presenting content, and how well designed such systems are in terms of their ability to 151
support functional reminiscence. For some time, technologies have been capable of managing 152
the shape of our memories (Tsai et al., 2014) and new academic work in this space includes 153
the use of lifelogging wearables to capture key moments in an individual’s day (Chowdhury 154
et al., 2015), the use of automated biographies to capture and display personal narratives and 155
identities (Thomas & Briggs, 2015), and the adaptation of websites such as Pinterest to curate 156
and present material in support of inter-generational reminiscence (Brewer, 2015).  157
 158
There is, however, relatively little work that documents the ways in which new digital tools 159
offer support to different forms of reminiscence. In this paper, we explore this issue, asking 160
what forms of reminiscence are supported by social media. We asked participants to review 161
and edit their social media content in order for it to be displayed in a physical book that could 162
later be used as a reminiscence prompt. We use this to assess the extent to which Westerhof 163
& Bohlmeijer’s (2014) reminiscence functions model can be used to understand the precise 164
value of social media in supporting reminiscence.  165
 166
2  Method 167
 168
2.1  MySocialBook  169
This research was conducted as part of a larger EPSRC project, ‘ReelLives’, which is 170
investigating new ways in which people might curate their personal digital data. For this 171
study we needed to identify a platform that would allow both the curation and transformation 172
of social media content into a more tangible form, suitable for later acts of reminiscence. The 173
service MySocialBook1 was identified as a way to automatically capture life events, everyday 174
moments and comments from Facebook, and turn them into ‘a keepsake book’.  175
 176
The study took part in two phases. Phase one was focused upon the editorial process and 177
phase two was focused upon the reminiscence value of the finished book. It was advertised 178
via posters, social media, university mailing lists and local organizations. We explicitly tried 179
to involve older participants who used social media, to see if their attitudes and practices 180
differed from younger people, something which is commonplace in other social media 181
research (Zhao & Lindley, 2014).  182
 183
2.1.1  Participants 184
We recruited 14 adult participants (Mean age: 41.5 years; SD: 14.9; range: 25-69) with an 185
equal number of males and females. All were residents of Newcastle upon Tyne, UK, or the 186
surrounding area. In determining numbers of participants, we were guided by the work of 187
Guest et al., (2006) who asked 'how many interviews are enough' for data saturation to occur. 188
Using data from sixty in-depth interviews, they found that saturation occurred within the first 189
12 interviews.  Note that this study was carried out in accordance with the recommendations 190
of Northumbria University Ethics Committee with written informed consent from all 191
subjects. All subjects gave written informed consent in accordance with the Declaration of 192
Helsinki. 193
 194
2.1.2 Phase one 195
Participants were told how they would be designing and printing their own Facebook 196
‘scrapbook’, and were asked to sign into the MySocialBook site using their Facebook 197
credentials. Participants were guided through the website with the researcher, using a laptop, 198
                                                                
1 https://www.mysocialbook.com/  
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being asked how they might like to design their book. The website has a number of features 199
to encourage curation, allowing selection of different photo albums, status updates, types of 200
posts and shared links (Figure 1). Participants were asked to design their book in order to 201
maximize the value for them. The only restriction was a price limit of £30.00 per book. Once 202
participants were satisfied with the book they were thanked for their participation, advised it 203
would take approximately two weeks to arrive by post, and informed they would be contacted 204
by e-mail to arrange phase two. The session lasted approximately 45 minutes. 205
 206
2.1.3 Phase two 207
Utilizing a semi-structured interview schedule, the researcher initially asked participants what 208
they were anticipating from their book, and what they remembered of their design choices 209
from phase one. Participants were then left alone in the interview room with their book, and 210
asked to read through at their own pace. After approximately ten minutes, the researcher re-211
joined the participant to begin discussion about their reaction to the book. Participants were 212
asked to annotate their book with Post-its, to note anything that they liked, disliked, or 213
thought could be improved. The results were photographed (Figure 2). The session lasted 214
approximately 60 minutes. 215
 216
2.2 Analysis 217
Interview sessions were audio recorded, transcribed, and sentence-by-sentence analysis was 218
employed using NVivo qualitative software. Initial data review was conducted by reading 219
and rereading the transcripts for instances of actual or anticipated reminiscence. The process 220
followed principles of thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) as well as template analysis 221
(see King, 2004) using an existing reminiscence framework (Westerhof & Bohlmeijer, 2014) 222
where we examined evidence of social, instrumental and integrative reminiscence. Note, 223
however, that we were open to these ‘codes’ being modified in light of actual participant 224
data.  A credibility check on coding was conducted by the second author, following guidance 225
from Elliott et al. (1999).    226
 227
3 Results  228
The data was rich in examples of actual and anticipated acts of reminiscence prompted by 229
both the editorial process in phase 1 and the examination of the book in phase 2. Many of 230
these themes are a good fit to the Westerhof & Bohlmeijer reminiscence framework and 231
illustrate how it may be applied to social media contexts. We will first report on these, 232
providing examples, before turning to themes which sit less neatly in the framework, but 233
which resonate with other work on reminiscence and life review. 234
 235
3.1 Connecting with others (social reminiscence) 236
The printed book was seen as a way to connect with people in the participants’ lives. When 237
asked what they might do with it after the study, the majority of participants surmised that it 238
would be shared with partners, parents or friends in a social setting. Participants said they 239
would be more likely to share this book with others, compared to reading Facebook content 240
online which is most often a solitary activity. Our participants felt that a tangible book 241
offered new value as something that could support explicit acts of social reminiscence: 242
 243
‘You don’t really share them too well, they’re shared in the moment and then they’ve 244
gone (social media posts). I think the book; it could be a great way of recording your 245
memories. Then the detail’s there, so when the family look in years to come, they’ll 246
say, “Ah, that’s such and such, cousin whatever, with the rest of the family.” I can see 247
it being used as a good tool’ 248
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 249
‘This could be a great way for families to sit together’ 250
 251
‘I think with a book, in all honesty, you want to talk through it with somebody else, so 252
you’re like “Oh, look, let me show you this photo” whereas you would never do that 253
in a million years with online Facebook’ 254
 255
Much of the enjoyment that participants expressed when reviewing their book was related to 256
forgotten events or comments that featured. When this occurred, participants recognised that 257
the book acted as a reminder for special interactions that would otherwise have been 258
forgotten. Participants also took the opportunity for more detailed reminiscence about the 259
specific interactions with friends and family, or expressed pleasure at being reminded of 260
people they hadn’t heard from in a while: 261
 262
‘It was my mum. I said to her “Tynemouth is awesome”, because I hadn’t been to 263
Tynemouth before, and she’s like, “Oh that’s great”, and I said, “You need to visit, 264
all the places are dog friendly”, and she said, “But I’m not a dog.” I was giggling 265
about that loads. There’s things like that that just make me laugh so much that I 266
would never have remembered that conversation if it wasn’t for this’ 267
 268
‘I’m working for Age UK, so I’ve started doing more Age UK notices, and that’s the 269
women’s group I belong to. That was a conservation weekend in the Lake District. 270
Actually I think it’s seeing people’s comments as well, it’s nice’. 271
 272
The social media prompts worked well as cues for a rich social reminiscence and 273
overwhelmingly, our participants saw this social reminiscence as a very positive thing. It is 274
interesting, then, to note the absence of a social reminiscence component to much of the work 275
on ‘reminiscence therapy’. Thus, for example, in Elias et al., (2015) the integrative functions 276
of reminiscence are highlighted as key. There is a sense, in the literature, that the subjective 277
enjoyment of past friends is not a valued psychological function. Indeed, we could argue that 278
this plays into a rather controversial literature on the role of social media in loneliness 279
reduction (see Burke et al., 2010) that asserts that active and directed interaction with others 280
is effective (e.g. leaving wall posts or messaging friends), but that the passive viewing of 281
friends’ content only results in increased feelings of loneliness (e.g. reading but not 282
contributing to updates and photos). We should perhaps consider the very deliberative act of 283
social reminiscence as something distinct from these everyday, passive actions. 284
 285
3.1.1 Legacy considerations (transmissive reminiscence) 286
The legacy or ‘transmissive’ aspects of life review are very pertinent when considering social 287
media and indeed a great deal of recent work on social media has explicitly addressed such 288
issues. Given our younger cohort (with a mean age of 40) we did not anticipate that social 289
media would prompt reminiscence as a means of preparing for death and indeed, our 290
participants did not reflect on their own mortality, per se. However, several did refer to their 291
book as a way to pass on information to loved ones, something more aligned with Wong & 292
Watt’s (1991) notion of the transmissive value of a life narrative: 293
 294
‘I suppose once I pop my clogs, somebody could look at that and look back on it, and 295
it's there, but that's the only reason I could think of it being any good to anybody’ 296
 297
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One participant in particular was interested in family genealogy, and reflected that she felt 298
there wasn’t any meaningful way to easily capture information about herself: 299
 300
‘There’s nothing for the likes of me doing family history in 100 years’ time, for my 301
descendants. What would there be for them to look at, to check me out and find out 302
about me?’ 303
 304
Others discussed the importance of informing others of what they had achieved, or using the 305
book as a way to learn more about family: 306
 307
‘My eight stone award from Slimming World. See, I would like things like that, so that 308
my descendants know, “Oh, she went to Slimming World, and she lost eight stone.” 309
Do you know what I mean?’ 310
 311
‘I have thought about what my kids would think about my Facebook account and how 312
little I know about my parents when they were students- how I might learn from their 313
Facebook account sort of thing’ 314
 315
‘I don’t have kids, I think if you had a family of your own it would be nice to have a 316
family one. When you got married and watching your kids grow up through to when 317
you are retired or when your kids leave home or something. That would be a really 318
nice family heirloom to pass down’ 319
 320
Such comments show how the rather trivial, day-to-day content reflected in a Facebook 321
history sits badly with thoughts about life legacy. A recent paper on the legacy properties of 322
social media have captured some of the contradictions around digital legacy we see here 323
(Gulotta et al., 2013). In that study, participants saw no real legacy value in their own digital 324
data – but paradoxically would express attachment to equivalent scrapbooks or photographs 325
they had inherited. They quote one participant as follows: “If my mother had an external hard 326
drive with photographs of her entire life I would absolutely want to have a copy of these 327
files” (Gulotta et al., p1818). We can see some of these inherent contradictions here – 328
particularly when people evaluate their social media as a form of self-presentation (see 329
section 3.3.1). 330
 331
3.2 Learning from the past (instrumental reminiscence) 332
We found relatively few examples of active instrumental reminiscence as a means of coping 333
with the present. However, a few examples showed the value of looking back over social 334
media content in order to remind oneself that the presence of friends could help during 335
difficult times and that their support and encouragement could be re-experienced when re-336
reading posts. One participant realized that she was able to review positive comments from 337
friends written in her book when recalling her struggle with health problems: 338
 339
‘I do have a lot of health problems and that’s why I said I think I’m a bit of a 340
miserable person, because whenever I get ill, I do get miserable. So I suppose one 341
thing I can do now is actually look back on days where I’ve had bad days, and said 342
something on Facebook, because there’s loads of virtual hugs. Which is quite a nice 343
feeling’ 344
 345
Again, another participant noted that they had documented some unfortunate events in their 346
life on Facebook, but the response from their Facebook audience somehow alleviated the 347
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unhappy event. These kinds of comments reflect not only the coping aspect of this 348
instrumental theme, but also demonstrate learning from past experience: 349
 350
‘I got made redundant, but looking at the book, it wasn’t negative because you look at 351
all the responses and the comments that people made, they’re all nice and positive so 352
it’s, yes, it was a sad time but it doesn’t look sad in the book’ 353
 354
Finally, comments were reflective of the ways that content in the book could provide 355
comfort, even in the event of a tragic event. Again, the transformed physical nature of the 356
book as a kind of keepsake meant more than reminiscence of digital material: 357
 358
‘As strange as it would sound, I think it’d be nice to see again (a friend's death), so 359
the comments people make, you know, so I think it would be that comfort thing. You’d 360
keep that, you know, think highly of the person who it was, or you know, funny 361
memories type of thing’ 362
 363
3.2.1 The value of negative life events  364
It is worth saying a little more about the way such negative events can play a role in learning 365
from the past. Many of our participants did identify negative experiences, often associated 366
with a relationship breakup. However, we found little evidence of bitterness tied to such 367
negative life events. What we did find, particularly in relation to posts from former partners, 368
were reflections on the role and prominence given to the ‘ex’ in social media. Our 369
participants recognized that their former partner played a role in their own life story, even 370
though they may not wish to dwell on the details of the relationship. In terms of previous 371
frameworks, we might see that such relationships could have a role in the ‘narrative’ rather 372
than the ‘obsessive’ forms of reminiscence (Wong & Watt, 1991): 373
 374
‘There’s a comment from me posting to her (ex-girlfriend) about what she was 375
attempting to achieve and I kind of look through that and think, “Oh, man,” that’s 376
kind of what I wouldn’t want to have included in here, but is still a record of a 377
relationship, I guess, and it’s littered throughout, which is – but that’s okay, because 378
it’s worth re-visiting and having a look at’ 379
 380
Further, participants who were struggling to deal with a broken relationship recognised that, 381
while they did not wish to revive unwanted feelings at this time, future acts of reminiscence 382
might be different and indeed might change their perspective on the relationship, concluding 383
that such ‘difficult’ content should remain accessible: 384
 385
‘Say you’re a teenager at school and you’re going out with one girl and they know the 386
ex that’s in the photograph as opposed to you’re 70 and you’ve just had a very happy 387
40-year marriage and we go, 'you see this person' and obviously they’re virtually 388
irrelative. I think that’s interesting as well, where is that data? Do you delete it from 389
Facebook completely or does it sit somewhere?’ 390
 391
Here we get a sense of people trying to curate information for the benefit of a future self – 392
perhaps in order to engage in some future act of reconciliation or reparation. Quite often the 393
interviewer would ask if participants would prefer to omit certain people or events, but found 394
that most often, people would prefer to keep that information somewhere, as a record of who 395
they are and what they have experienced. In this, we see signs of people making a rational 396
rather than an emotional choice about curated content, something observed by Mod (2010) in 397
P ovis
i nal
Reminiscence through Social Media 
 
9 
 
their qualitative analysis of the management of relationships on Facebook, but we also see the 398
ways in which Facebook reminiscence can be used to value the relationship differently – 399
something observed by Zhao et al. (2012) who found evidence that couples would re-evaluate 400
the strength or benefits of their relationship following a period of relationship reminiscence 401
using Facebook prompts. 402
 403
We should be careful, however, to avoid any conclusion that there is no role in social media 404
for ‘bitterness revival’ (Webster, 1997) or ‘obsessive reminiscence’ (Wong & Watt, 1991). 405
Indeed, we should be mindful of the contradictions inherent in considering Facebook or other 406
forms of social media for reminiscence support, particularly as it pertains to relationships. 407
Social media sites provide rich opportunities for people to deliberately construct and archive 408
their digital selves, but they are also problematic in that they can blur the boundaries between 409
the personal and public use of archived information. When a relationship is ‘declared’ on 410
Facebook, a tension exists between the outward act of sharing details with friends and the 411
inward act of maintaining autonomy, and naturally this tension can be exacerbated by a break 412
up when negotiations around the maintenance and ownership of friends must take place 413
(Moncur et al, 2016; Zhao et al., 2012). Sas and Whitaker (2013) proposed that disposing of 414
digital artifacts after a break-up could be therapeutic for individuals as they move towards 415
forming a new self-concept. However, when viewed through the lens of reminiscence, we can 416
see that something new takes place – we are no longer talking about the public performance 417
of self, but instead describing the private act of auto-biographical reflection. Bitterness may 418
have a role here – but is unlikely to be one that is played out in the public forum. 419
 420
3.3 Building self-knowledge (integrative reminiscence) 421
The book gave participants a chance to reflect on achievements in their lives, with many of 422
them recognizing that it provided a platform to reflect on what kind of person they were and 423
how they might come across to others when posting on social media. For some, it was a 424
chance to review a period of their lives that summarized a positive experience: 425
 426
‘I am actually interested in why I was so happy then. When you have a good period in 427
your life, you want to think what was so good about it? What was I reflecting? Was it 428
just the age I was or where I was? I had those decisions in mind when I decided to do 429
this (the study) and I think they’ve been validated actually’ 430
 431
As the books captured a lot of activity over a span of months and sometimes years (most 432
people chose to review their last year), they offered a significant review of a time in a 433
participant’s life. In some ways, reading a printed version of their transient social media posts 434
emphasized their (online) identity all the more: 435
 436
‘I’ve been told I’m really sarcastic, so I wasn’t really surprised that I came across as 437
sarcastic, but I was surprised it came through so much’ 438
 439
‘I’ve always wanted to get round to printing photos off. The ones that I find 440
particularly nice I guess I’d put on canvas, but it would be nice to capture a whole 441
story of me. I’m not sure I’d want it from Facebook but it almost adds to my identity, 442
well my online identity of this is me, which you almost forget’ 443
 444
‘You can easily imagine making one (a book) to be shared with your partner or your 445
family and one to be maybe just shared with your parents or maybe to be shared with 446
your children, which might include all sorts of different content and different focuses’ 447
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 448
The above quote highlights the recognized difference between online and offline identity. It 449
also hints that one book might not be suitable for all contexts, something which aligns with 450
the idea of more than one online identity too. The interviewer asked participants if their book 451
provided enough information for a stranger to get a sense of who they were. Whilst most said 452
yes, there was recognition that not everything was included. Participants were also quick to 453
reflect on content within their book which was deemed unnecessary, often a by-product of 454
Facebook timeline features which did not work in printed form and interfered with personal 455
narrative. For example, one participant realised that her book included posts from a 456
horoscope application within Facebook, and seeing them printed was annoying: 457
 458
‘It’s basically just like, “This is what happened in January,” for your horoscope, it’s 459
like, “Ooh, wonderful”’ 460
 461
In addition to this, we encountered numerous comments from participants about the not-so-462
selective nature of the application we were using, which forced them to include certain 463
elements of their Facebook profile that they would remove if possible:  464
 465
‘Take all your posts or leave all your posts. There was no, “Well, I’d like to put this 466
bit in or I’d like to put that bit in,” so it’s a bit take it or leave it with all the tick 467
boxes’ 468
 469
This formatting approach resulted in participants reviewing past experiences that they might 470
not necessarily have chosen if the platform was more fine-tuned. This almost guaranteed that 471
participants would experience content such as photographs of ex-partners, or people that were 472
not consistent with their concept of identity- one participant had befriended a local councillor 473
at some stage, who then appeared in her top friends section: 474
 475
‘That one there is actually my local councillor and I hardly know him. It’s just the 476
fact that he lives down the road from me and that’s how we communicate if I’ve got 477
any problems with the council. I mean, how ridiculous is that?’ 478
 479
Thus far, we have identified examples of reminiscence present in our data which fit the 480
framework prescribed by Westerhof & Bohlmeijer (2014). However, we also identified 481
instances where the three broad categories did not necessarily capture the sentiments 482
expressed in our interview data. Such themes are described below and, where appropriate, are 483
linked to other, earlier models of reminiscence. 484
 485
3.3.1 Trivial content 486
People will turn to Facebook and other forms of social media when bored (Pempek et al., 487
2009), but this can best be seen as a form of play or distraction rather than as a form of 488
reminiscence. While our participants did not see their printed book as a way of alleviating 489
boredom, they did recognise the fact that some of the more trivial content had been generated 490
as a means of boredom reduction: 491
 492
‘I think like a lot of people I go on Facebook because I'm bored or frustrated about 493
something and so you go on to vent. Even if I try to do it in a humorous way, looking 494
back at it, I think, well, maybe a lot of that is maybe something I wouldn't want in a 495
book’ 496
 497
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‘I always think, “I’d like something that’s really like funny or intellectual or 498
relevant,” and then I never think about it, I just post, “Had a lovely day out,” and 499
that’s it. I’m so like, “Oh, where’s my imagination?”’ 500
 501
Participants reflected that their books were filled with often meaningless content; posts about 502
events or feelings which were generally unhelpful and not worth re-reading: 503
 504
‘Some of this is literally organizing when I can go round to someone's house for them 505
to do some photos for my acting CV, so it's like emails’ 506
 507
Interviewer: ‘there are 943 statuses there’ 508
Participant: ‘Yes, but all those 943, most of them will be rubbish that I don’t want 509
people reliving’ 510
 511
These reflections were not uncommon, and differentiate the purpose of social media use in 512
the online versus offline world. Participants quickly realised that although they could tailor 513
their content to some extent, experiences that were fleeting or posts that were playful would 514
still be archived and printed, but these posts did not necessarily enhance their reminiscence 515
experience. Indeed, they might undermine the sense of self that was generated by social 516
media. The act of printing Facebook statuses and photographs meant, for some, revisiting 517
very mundane content that led them to reconsider the ways in which they might appear to 518
others and the extent to which they took care with different forms of self-presentation. 519
 520
3.4 Serendipity 521
It is usual to consider reminiscence as a deliberative act, but one surprising element in our 522
thematic analysis was the serendipitous nature of reminiscence when prompted by social 523
media. The designing of the book resulted in an exploratory experience, where the prompts 524
throughout led our participants down unexpected avenues. This is very different from the 525
ways in which we might reminisce if asked directly to think about past events from memory: 526
 527
‘I thought that’d be quite funny because there’ll be a mix of stuff that’s random that I 528
don’t remember and it’s a bit serendipitous and I’d just see it and think, “That does 529
remind me of something”. There’s a certain randomness about that and I anticipated 530
that it would maybe make my mind go off in various directions and think, “I wonder 531
what I was…”’ 532
 533
‘There’s a lot of them I had completely forgotten about, yes. I’d forgotten all about 534
these being taken. Lovely. That was a friend of ours – we’re in Mexico but she lived in 535
Canada, and she joined us for the holiday because it was her 60th birthday while we 536
were there, it was lovely’ 537
 538
Quite often during interviews, participants would begin by talking through the events that 539
were depicted in their book, actively enjoying the recollection of what they had done. Despite 540
the interviews taking place at a time when social media platforms were encouraging people to 541
make videos of their experiences and ‘look back’ on past content, participants welcomed the 542
opportunity to review content as if it hadn’t been seen for a long time. Perhaps there was also 543
something unique in the evocative power of the source material itself. When asked, 544
unprompted, to review a life, we tend to behave in rather predictable ways, citing major life 545
events such as a first day at school, a marriage, or the birth of a child – drawing more heavily 546
upon a particular period in life – known as the ‘reminiscence bump’ (Holmes & Conway, 547
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1999). However, we can be induced to recall other elements of the life script in order to 548
engage in richer forms of reminiscence (Ece & Gülgöz, 2014) and it seems as though the 549
scrap-book of social media may have additional value here. 550
 551
4 Discussion 552
This study has investigated the role of transformed or ‘slow’ social media as a reminiscence 553
tool for both young and old. Responding to van den Hoven’s (2014) observation that “Digital 554
media, consisting of bits and bytes, are just not as visible and present as physical or tangible 555
media are” (p370), we have engaged with participants to create printed books from their 556
social media profiles and assessed the reminiscence value of such books. Participant 557
responses were measured against existing theoretical frameworks regarding the role and 558
function of reminiscence. Our data generally supported the three overarching reminiscence 559
categories described by Westerhof & Bohlmeijer (2014) which we have described in terms of 560
the three acts of connecting with others, learning from the past and building self-knowledge, 561
although we should note that our examples of learning from the past (instrumental strategies) 562
were rather limited.  563
 564
Other reminiscence functions (taken from the earlier models of Webster, 1997 and Wong & 565
Watt, 1991) have been discussed as clustered within these three categories. For example, 566
participants were willing to discuss negative life events, particularly around relationship 567
break ups, death, or employment problems, but recognised that these currently provided 568
subjects for reminiscence only in the sense of having a full life narrative available. However, 569
participants also recognised that such material provided possible triggers for future acts of 570
reparation and reconciliation i.e. they were able to see themselves as resilient individuals who 571
would ultimately be able to cope with bitterness. Our participants considered this material as 572
worth keeping for some future time in which it might provoke a more profound reminiscence 573
on the ways in which they have dealt with life’s difficulties (cf. the relationship work of Zhao 574
et al., 2012; Moncur et al., 2016). This same kind of future focus was evidenced when 575
considering the legacy or transmissive (Wong & Watt, 1991) value of a book about one’s life 576
that could be shared with others in the event of death. Again, we note that our participants 577
were younger than those most commonly recruited to studies on reminiscence and life review 578
and we may have observed more legacy concerns in an older population (Thomas & Briggs, 579
2014). 580
 581
The inclusion of trivia in the book (typically an artifact of posts previously made for 582
entertainment or boredom reduction purposes) presented participants with unexpected but 583
sometimes highly effective prompts for reminiscence. These sample postings served two 584
main purposes – either as a means of disparaging the self (‘I’m so shallow’) which could be 585
considered as an ‘integrative’ function in life review, or as a means of triggering unusual 586
memories that would otherwise have lain dormant. The latter is interesting when we consider 587
that such memory cues have never really been a part of our cultural make up before now. 588
Earlier, we noted a paradox in the value ascribed to social media data. We perceive such 589
trivial, day-to-day information as worthless, yet when we inherit such material, e.g. in the 590
form of a scrapbook that belonged to a deceased family member, we become highly attached 591
to it (Gulotta et al, 2013). We think there is a need to understand more about the potential 592
future value of daily social media fragments as memory cues that could move us away from a 593
reliance on milestones such as weddings and birthdays. We have a new and unique 594
opportunity to compare the reminiscence power of traditional, purposefully curated prompts 595
(such as a wedding album) with the mundane content of a daily social media profile. The 596
latter would probably be discarded as valueless by many, but could represent the kind of 597
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content that could release long-hidden memories in older life or that could hold real value for 598
others, who are often the people tasked with sorting legacy objects left behind (Gulotta et al., 599
2013).  600
 601
Our findings suggest that we need to understand more about how the reminiscence value of 602
social media content may change over time. We have seen this with two very different 603
examples: firstly in relation to negative or unpleasant content such as a relationship break-up, 604
where participants are reluctant to delete material in part because it was part of their history 605
but also because it may offer future opportunities for reparation. Secondly, in relation to 606
trivial items, considered valueless at present, but that could serve as a future triggers for 607
otherwise hidden memories. In designing for reminiscence, these issues are important, but 608
under-researched. We recognize that some recent work on slow media has shown the value of 609
an enforced time-delay on social media posting that results in a more ‘profound’ form of 610
reminiscence (Odom, 2015) and so we might speculate on the design value of a ‘hidden 611
chest’ for unwanted or upsetting material that sit unseen but could be reviewed at some later 612
point. We would also like to see a richer consideration of the value of digital data in 613
reminiscence therapy. At present, it is common for prompts such as photographs, images or 614
music from the past to be used in such therapies – either to support the individual in 615
accepting past conflicts (integrative reminiscence therapy) or to elicit successful means of 616
dealing with difficult situations in the past (instrumental reminiscence therapy). We have 617
seen here that social media, if well managed, has the potential to offer a wider range of 618
effective cues to recall and yet we still know very little about the power of these different 619
cues to trigger wellbeing changes. 620
 621
In summary, we feel we have made three distinct contributions to the field of reminiscence 622
research. Firstly, we have mapped the ways in which social media can be used for 623
reminiscence and have begun the process of mapping the different forms of reminiscence that 624
can be elicited by social media onto existing models. Secondly, we have explored 625
reminiscence for a wider range of participants than is typical (given its widespread use in 626
gerontology). We have shown that a social-media fueled process of life review and 627
reminiscence can hold benefit for younger as well as older people. Finally, we have touched 628
on some of the design issues in this space, noting the value of ‘slow media’ and briefly 629
considering the ways form may drive function. We have noted the ways in which people may 630
plan for reminiscence later in life and would recommend more design research aimed at 631
supporting such planning processes. Here we might also note that while the research and 632
design literature around digital legacy is growing, there is no accompanying work on 633
planning for life review.  634
 635
The act of designing the book from their own social media account was exciting for 636
participants, and often the reaction when they got to review their book was of overwhelming 637
satisfaction and enjoyment - those participants who were initially cynical about the simplicity 638
of printing Facebook content explicitly talked of their surprise at how good it looked, or how 639
much they enjoyed revisiting their online experiences in printed form. These sentiments were 640
often accompanied with the realization that without printing their Facebook content, they 641
would not have recalled the activities they posted about online at any other time. The books 642
encouraged participants to think about sharing their experiences with loved ones, compared 643
to the online review of Facebook which was something people said they were most likely to 644
do alone, if at all.  645
 646
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Using social media as a reminiscence tool was not unproblematic. Participants struggled to 647
manage vast quantities of data and many felt that the website offered them a fairly restricted 648
set of tools with which to create their book. Many participants said they would prefer better 649
editorial control and that they would gladly spend the time to make the book a truly tailored 650
artefact. Our participants recognized that the quality of the finished books was dependent 651
upon the quality of their social media profile – i.e. some life events were absent from their 652
Facebook accounts and therefore unavailable for inclusion. However, this approach was a 653
valuable first step to understanding if and how people may utilize and potentially augment 654
social media as part of a process of reminiscence and life review.  655
 656
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Table 1. A comparison of reminiscence taxonomies drawing from Westerhof & Bohlmeijer 858
(2014) Webster’s Reminiscence Functions Scale (1997) and Wong & Watt’s Taxonomy of 859
Reminiscence (1991) 860
 861
Reminiscence 
prompted by 
social media 
(current 
work) 
Westerhof & 
Bohlmeijer’s 
Functions of 
Reminiscence 
(2014) 
Webster’s 
Reminiscence Functions 
Scale (1997) 
Wong and Watt’s 
Taxonomy of 
Reminiscence (1991) 
Connecting 
with others 
Social: sharing 
memories in 
everyday 
conversations 
which fosters 
bonding 
Conversation: the 
informal use of memories 
in order to connect to 
others 
Teach/Inform: to relay 
personal experiences and 
life lessons to others 
Intimacy Maintenance: 
cognitive and emotional 
re-presentations of 
important people in our 
lives are resurrected in 
lieu of the remembered 
person’s physical 
appearance 
Transmissive: serves the 
interpretive function of 
passing on valued 
elements of one's cultural 
heritage and personal 
legacy.  
Narrative: a descriptive 
rather than an interpretive 
recollection of the past 
and encompasses the 
sharing of routine 
biographical information 
or the recounting of past 
anecdotes  
Learning 
from the past 
Instrumental: 
coping strategies, 
which by recalling 
past experiences, 
can help us learn 
and prepare for the 
future 
Problem Solving: the 
use of reminiscence as a 
constructive coping 
mechanism by 
remembering past 
problem-solving 
strategies 
Instrumental: 
contributes to perceptions 
of competence and 
continuity and includes 
recollections of past plans 
and learning from past 
experience. 
Building self-
knowledge 
Integrative: a way 
to reflect on the 
past to define one’s 
identity. 
 
Identity: the existential 
use of the past to 
discover, clarify our 
sense of who we are 
Bitterness Revival: the 
recall of memories about 
unjust treatments, finding 
justification to maintain 
negative thoughts and 
emotions to others 
Boredom Reduction: 
thinking back about the 
past to escape an under- 
stimulating environment 
or a lack of engagement 
in goal-directed activities 
Integrative: works to 
achieve a sense of self-
worth, build coherence 
and reconciliation with 
the past 
Obsessive: evidenced by 
statements of guilt, 
bitterness, and despair 
over one's past 
Escapist: a tendency to 
glorify the past and 
deprecate the present, 
boasting of past 
achievements and 
showing a desire to return 
to the ‘good old days’ 
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Figure 1. MySocialBook curation options 864
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Figure 2. Example of a participant’s reflection on their MySocialBook content 883
 884
